To some extent each interpretation, though emphasizing one approach, has blurred its particular treatment by incorporating elements of the others, sometimes in random fashion. Paz's discussion, for example, depends on certain important aspects of her historical background, while Diaz's investigation attempts to flesh out an incomplete biographical record with hypotheses and speculations deriving from modern psychology and pre-Columbian mysticism. These treatments provide fascinating reading and insight into La Malinche, the Conquest, and the concept of New World multiculturalism called mestizaje. Nevertheless, such commingling of approaches, of fact and speculation, sometimes limits the clearest understanding of the subject.
Fortunately, Chicana writers and scholars have begun to correct such distortions. Nevertheless, even Moctezuma-the Aztec ruler most directly responsible for the ease of Spanish takeover-receives generally sympathetic understanding from American historians, past and present, [3] although he capitulated to the Spaniards prematurely. [4] Over the years La Malinche has been the subject of biographical, fictional, and symbolic interpretation written in many different languages. Biographical accounts include Mariano Somonte's Dohia Marina, "La Malinche," and Bernal Diaz del Castillo's "Malintzin Ten6pal: A Preliminary Look into a New Perspective." Fictional treatments include Margaret Shedd's Malinche and Cortis; Octavio Paz's chapter, "The Sons of La Malinche" in Labyrinth of Solitude exemplifies the symbolic approach. To some extent each interpretation, though emphasizing one approach, has blurred its particular treatment by incorporating elements of the others, sometimes in random fashion. Paz's discussion, for example, depends on certain important aspects of her historical background, while Diaz's investigation attempts to flesh out an incomplete biographical record with hypotheses and speculations deriving from modern psychology and pre-Columbian mysticism. These treatments provide fascinating reading and insight into La Malinche, the Conquest, and the concept of New World multiculturalism called mestizaje. Nevertheless, such commingling of approaches, of fact and speculation, sometimes limits the clearest understanding of the subject.
To learn as much as possible about the real La Malinche, the historical figure involved in the Conquest, requires careful development through two distinct investigative phases: (1) biographical reconstruction according to relevant primary sources, and (2) reconstruction of place, time, and ambience from relevant primary sources and sound secondary observations. Moreover, to comprehend La Malinche's impact on, and continuing significance to her culture and cultural descendants, a third phase is suggested: the analysis and interpretation of La Malinche as a cultural symbol. This third stage requires developing a symbolic synthesis from relevant literary and philosophical studies of this astonishingly important woman. This latter stage should clearly derive from incontrovertible evidence gathered in the first two stages to demonstrate that the symbol arises inevitably, not artificially, from the historical personage.
In accordance with this three-part model, the first two sections of this study provide fresh review of La Malinche's life, her service to Hernan Cort6s, and her role in the Conquest of Mexico. In addition, the third part of this investigation will seek to describe the nature of La Malinche, the symbol that has emerged as a palpable reality within Mexican (and, to some extent, within Chicano) consciousness.
It is useful to examine la conquista with as much detachment as possible. In essence, it was a series of events whose overall effect contributed to what is now a permanent reality. The actual Conquest was an extraordinary military feat with the typical results of such "victories." There was the destruction of a way of life, in this case the destruction of a pre-Columbian civilization of apparently considerable achievement; the slaughter of hundreds of thousands of native peoples; and the subjugation and enslavement of the survivors.
On the other hand, the dictatorial regime of Moctezuma that ruled Andhuac (i.e., the area surrounding what is now Mexico City) was plagued with severe internal problems. At the time of the Spanish invasion, discontent was pervasive among the various native tribes because of the extensive Aztec taxation on goods and services, including human lives for religious sacrifice. The increase in human sacrifices under Moctezuma's tyranny made him and the Aztecs feared and hated in Andhuac, particularly in remoter regions whose tenuous link to Tenochtitlan (present day Mexico City) was only tax-related. [5] In all fairness, it should be stated that the excesses of Moctezuma's regime simply culminated the tyrannical direction that the empire had taken under the influence of Tlacaellel, a previous leader. Thus Moctezuma invited rebellion by continuing policies which had led to disharmony and disunity among the native tribes. Further, his extreme vacillation, stemming from his mysticism, made him ineffective as a leader. His indecisiveness in dealing with Cortes gave the Spaniards many political and military advantages. [6] We must, therefore, conclude that the Mexican Empire under Moctezuma was extremely vulnerable to internal destruction and that this vulnerability greatly strengthened Cortes' external effort.
Born around 1502 in Coatzacoalcos, a pre-Columbian Mexican province, La Malinche is believed to have originally been named Malinal after "Malinalli," the day of her birth, as was the custom at that time. [7] As daughter of an Aztec cacique, or chief, she was a member of a privileged, educated class. This fact probably helps to explain her later ability to serve the first New World conquistadores so brilliantly. [8] After her father's death and her mother's remarriage, Malinal was given away by her mother who sought to gain control of her daughter's inheritance for a son by her second husband. [9] A feature of Malinal's banishment from the Aztecs was her mother's compulsion to hold a cenotaphic burial (i.e., a mock funeral) to explain her daughter's disappearance. [10] This is noteworthy because it indicates that custom did not condone the banishment of children, even girls.
Malinal was given to itinerant traders who eventually sold her to the ruling cacique of Tabasco, a province situated on the Yucatan coast. She lived in Tabasco until Cort6s arrived there in 1519. [11] Because of her background in these widely separated provinces, Malinal knew both NahuAtl, the language of the Aztecs, and the Mayan dialects of her adopted people, the natives of Tabasco. As history demonstrates, her polyglot abilities, later to include Castilian Spanish, became the immediate reason for her singular role as Cort6s' companion.
After his takeover of Tabasco, and in keeping with age-old historic traditions, Cort6s received from the cacique a gift of twenty maidens to serve as domestic labor for the warrior-adventurers. [ 12] Malinal was part of the group. Probably because of its similarity to her native name, she was christened "Marina" by the Spaniards and soon distinguished herself enough "to earn" from her captors the Spanish title of respect, dofia. In fact, one Spanish historian asserts that her aristocratic bearing was such that within a month of the Spaniard's arrival, she was accorded the treatment that a cacica by birth might expect. [13] Similar homage was paid her by her compatriots who addressed her with the standard honorific title, -tzin, appended to their pronunciation of the European name, thus, Malintzin. The emergence of "Malinche" from Malintzin appears to be a solely linguistic phenomenon.
To fully appreciate La Malinche's role in the Conquest of Mexico it is appropriate to consider at this point the indigenous life patterns and customs in Mexico prior to European entry. What is known of the native people and their culture comes primarily from the work of dedicated Franciscan scholars like Olmos, Motolinia, and particularly Sahagun who is responsible for the Florentine Codex upon which most preColumbian scholarship rests. Each of these historians (or early anthropologists) gained access to reliable, firsthand information about pre-Columbian life which they described meticulously in several works. With regard to the subject at hand, three areas of that life hold particular relevance: the basis of the social order, the role of religion in it, and the place of women in society.
The Aztec social order was built upon a class system that became increasingly defined and rigid as the tribe gained mastery over other tribes in the region. Originally organized according to clans (calpulli) with somewhat democratic internal lines of responsibility and power, the emergence ofa central ruling class soon led to new divisions. The nobility (pipiltin) became the wealthiest and most powerful while the commoners (macehualtin) performed the labors needed to sustain the new order. Eventually the pipiltin developed its own class strata with the highest and smallest level providing the emperors. Conformity to this system was achieved by the populace's native obedience to custom and also by fear-human sacrifices were quite numerSuch a social order, especially in a pre-literate society, historically parallels a strictly followed religious system. That was true for the Aztecs who perceived sovereignty and religion as one.[14] "Habits of obedience, discipline, and conformity were manifest and constituted an unwritten code of morals and justice," and these habits were reinforced by "a code powerfully sanctioned by [religious] faith and by fear of punishment." [15] In keeping with traditional biological determinism, women in Aztec society were barred from most occupations and activities guaranteed their male counterparts, and even in the smallest daily activity women were under strict discipline throughout their lives. On the other hand, daughters of the nobility received educations. Property rights were maintained through the mother's side.
[16] Nevertheless, Aztec society was decidedly androcentric. At birth, for example, boys were presented with a spear and a shield, while girls were immediately provided with brooms and spinning wheels.
[17] Women and girls were sexually exploited, especially among the pipiltin,[18] a phenomenon not unique to this culture. In addition, among the tribes of that time war was a solely masculine occupation. Not surprisingly most native languages employed a single word for "male" and for "warrior." [ 191 Clearly outside this cultural mold, La Malinche later often accompanied Cortes to the center of battle, and several surviving codices depict her carrying a shield. Furthermore, although women in pre-Columbian Mexico were not public figures, La Malinche's services to the Spaniards brought her conspicuously to the heart of the most pressing political issue facing Moctezuma' s commonweal: how to handle the "supermen"--Corte6s and his party. Accordingly, the Emperor's Nahuitl title, Uei Tlatoani, signifying "He Who May Speak," indicates that he alone was the supreme mouthpiece of and for his people and their deities. In this context, La Malinche's full significance as "la lengua de los dioses" (the tongue of the gods, that is, the Spaniards), as her compatriots called her, is magnified considerably. Despite this significance, however, La Malinche was a product of the indigenous culture with its strengths as well as its classist and religiously intense constraints. That she performed as extraordinarily well as she did attests both to her commanding character and to the compelling needs the Spaniards had of her services. La Malinche's facile learning of Castilian Spanish, her familiarity with the country, and her insight into the native customs and habits quickly made her indispensable to Cortes whom she attended, even in battle, throughout his incursion into the heartland of Mexico. Her service to the Spaniards began as interpreter but rapidly became much more involved and substantively challenging. Even after the siege and capture of Tenochtitlan (the capital of Moctezuma's empire) and after Cortrs' Spanish wife joined him, La Malinche remained his translator and advisor. As Somonte observes following one of his lengthy citations of Diaz's praises, "this demonstrates that Dofia Marina's work, from the first, was not limited to relaying messages to Cortrs, since the motjuste required seizing every initiative to persuade and capture the will of the Indians." [20] Although sources vary regarding the number and gender of Cortes This brief summary of what little we know of La Malinche was compiled from accounts written by firsthand participants in the events and from later sources relying on the earlier documents. Of these we get a varying assessment of her role. Considered together they support the conclusion that her paramount value to the Spaniards was not merely linguistic, for her interpreting went beyond translating from idiom to idiom, though that was difficult enough given the foreignness of the respective tongues. She was an interpreter/liaison who served as a guide to the region, as an advisor on native customs and beliefs, and as a competent strategist. It appears that her least significant role to Cortes was that most often expected of women: her function as his mistress.
Although space limitations preclude a full account of firsthand descriptions of the Conquest-all demonstrating La Malinche's crucial role in it--a brief summary will illustrate the nature and extent of her contributions. Moreover, to appreciate the challenges she faced, Cortes' own accomplishments will first be reviewed.
He and his men landed on the coast of Yucatan in the spring, probably March, of 1519. The capture of Tenochtitlan was completed by August of 1520. In less than one and one-half years, Cortes had managed to journey to the Aztec capital across unfamiliar and extremely rugged terrain replete with hostile native tribes. In that time he also managed to ally his small army with several tribes, notably in Texcoco, Tlaxcala, and Cempoala. Their help was indispensable in the defeat of Moctezuma and eventually, Cuauhtemotzin. These encounters signalled the ultimate Aztec downfall.
Through La Malinche, "la lengua," Cortes was able to communicate two essential messages to the natives they encountered during their inland trek. The indios were persuaded first that the Europeans could release them from their subjection to the Aztecs, and, second, that the appearance of the white men was divinely fated and foreshadowed the inevitable conquest of Mexico. "Dofia Marina did not limit herself to being an interpreter only, but rather a collaborator involved in speaking to and discussing with the caciques; and with her brilliant mind, persuasion and dialogue were facilitated [for the Spaniards]." [23] Through La Malinche, the liaison to the natives, Cortrs and his men and allies were saved from total destruction as they traveled. Upon their arrival in Tlaxcala, for example, her astute observations led her to uncover an indigenous conspiracy against Cortes. Through her he was able to use that discovery as a means of intimidating the people of Tlaxcala into an alliance. [ In addition, as a product of the culture, La Malinche was subject to the same mysticism that enveloped Moctezuma. If the great Emperor himself was uncertain about the (im)mortality of the white men, surely La Malinche experienced the same uncertainty. She may have seen herself as a divinely selected participant in a most fateful destiny. Moreover, born female in a rigidly role-conscious society, La Malinche was bred to serve and to obey. She would have brought shame to the cacique of Tabasco and to her adopted people, had she not obeyed and served as best she could. And finally, the fact that La Malinche had been betrayed by her mother and sold into slavery cannot be overlooked as a factor in a more complete interpretation and understanding of this remarkable woman. In this context, Valdrz's interpetation quoted earlier that "she turn[ed] her back on her own people, she joined the white men and become assimilated," becomes little more than weak slander. [46] What else could this outcast from the Aztecs, "her own people," have done?
The harsh view of La Malinche also ignores the apparent widespread respect accorded her by the natives. That she was called "Malintzin," a term of honor, may be attributed to her service to the awe-inspiring conquistadores. Nevertheless, her own personal qualities must have been impressive for she is prominently drawn in the native codices where she appears expressive, strong, and forceful. The Mexicans even named a volcano and several other geographical sites after her. As one writer puts it, "she was adored by the Aztecs. " [47] To summarize, La Malinche played a major role in Cortes' conquest. Without her as interpreter/guide/advisor he might not have been the Conqueror of the Aztecs: her discovery of the Cholula conspiracy against the Spaniards saved them from defeat and massacre, for instance. [48] Nevertheless, she does not deserve blame for the destruction of the Aztec Empire. This distinction needs stressing. Internally, the Empire's destruction had already begun during Moctezuma's reign and even earlier, and externally, destruction was assured when the first bar of gold crossed the Atlantic in Columbus' ship.
The fascinating story of this remarkable sixteenthcentury woman might be read as an account of the prototypical Chicana feminist. La Malinche embodies those personal characteristics-such as intelligence, initiative, adaptability, and leadership-which are most often associated with Mexican-American women unfettered by traditional restraints against activist public achievement. By adapting to the historical circumstances thrust upon her, she defied traditional social expectations of a woman's role. Accordingly, the exigent demands placed on her allowed La Malinche's astonishing native abilities to surface. While her twentieth-century cultural heirs might wish that she had become the liberator and led the fight against the European invaders, the abuse of her people by the Aztec rulers would have required that she also lead a rebellion against Moctezuma' s regime. Such fantasies and speculations should not be allowed to obscure La Malinche's singular place in history. 
